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Abstract: ‘Inclusion’ is aspirationally popular these days, full of complexities,
contradictions and compromises. With the rise of Equality, Diversity and Inclusion (EDI)
to the top of societal ‘agenda’, a question worth asking is, are we becoming truly more
inclusive, or simply moving towards a version of inclusion which is ‘realistic’,
‘achievable’ and ‘measurable’. What role does Inclusive Design play here and which
narrative/s of inclusion is it contributing to? In this conversation, we interrogate the
potential paradoxes and dilemmas of Inclusive Design from both a philosophical and a
practical point of view. We then ask how these could be categorically captured and
successfully communicated to inform the practice and advance the field.
Keywords: inclusive design, design justice, design philosophy

1. Context
Literature within the field of Inclusive Design suggests that we may be entering a new era
where practitioners in the field are questioning what it means to be inclusive (Bianchin and
Heylighen, 2017; 2018).
Dong (2020) proposes four stages of Inclusive Design, based on how the practice has evolved
over the decades. It could be argued that, as a field, we are at a critically reflective turning
point where we are re-evaluating the philosophical roots of Inclusive Design. Questions arise
as to whether concepts relating to ‘equality’ and ‘special needs’ are applicable to the
practice or whether they depart from it and instead perpetuate underlying social ideologies
that ultimately benefit ‘the norm’ (Davidson, 2006; Davis, 2006; 1995).
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Surely, there is no true inclusion since someone will always be excluded, which is why the
definition of the Design Council (2008) of ID states “Inclusive Design is a general approach to
designing in which designers ensure that their products and services address the needs of the
widest possible audience, irrespective of age or ability.”
Exclusion will always be a factor, or will it? What is the most appropriate way of capturing
what Inclusive Design is trying to do in a manner that isn’t misleading or, in fact, not
challenging what it means to be inclusive.

1.1 Why hold this conversation?
As the philosophical basis of Inclusive Design and at the forefront of the Equality, Diversity
and Inclusion (EDI) movement, it seems imperative to further interrogate potential
weaknesses, paradoxes and dilemmas from both a philosophical and a practical point of
view on Inclusive Design. The conversation explored this and further asked, how can we
contribute to ensuring a critically reflective re-evaluation that allows us to move forward
and grow? What isn't working within our field? What are the dilemmas of Inclusive Design
and how do we categorically capture and successfully communicate them with the
practitioners in the field?
Consequently, the conversation aims to address the following research question.
Research Question:
Is Inclusive Design failing? What are the dilemmas of Inclusive Design that challenge its core
philosophy, and how might they be categorised?
Sub Questions:
•

Why is it timely to critique Inclusive Design as a field? Are we afraid to
question the hero?

•

How critically reflective are we in Inclusive Design as a field?

•

What do we perceive as the dilemmas within Inclusive Design?

•

What voices from outside the field provide critical perspectives to reflect on
and assess our field? And what are the dilemmas they outline?

•

What might be the overlooked or ignored dilemmas of Inclusive Design - the
touchy subjects and taboos?

•

How do we best capture the dilemmas of Inclusive Design and communicate
them both within the field and beyond?

Furthermore, the following online live poll was set up to capture if participants thought and
asked them to reflect on the following question
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1.2 Background: Previous work on this topic
Based on an illustrative review of literature, the facilitators of this Conversation had
previously mapped and clustered some dilemmas of Inclusive Design. However, there was a
limited amount of literature on the topic of critically reflective accounts on what might not
be working well within the field.

Figure 1. A screenshot of a Miro board populated with many post-it notes, images, quotes and
keywords, mapped as clusters.

Based on this initial mapping, some of the prompts to be used in the conversation were
produced, including quotes from papers, keywords and images.
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2. Conversation Outline
2.1 Session structure
Content
1. Perspective/ Background mapping
Participants place themselves on a positionality/
professional background map

Aim & Outcome
Identifying the diversity of perspectives
in this conversation

2. Introduction
Who are we?
Our background/ positionality
Why are we holding this conversation?
3. How critically reflective is Inclusive Design
Live online polling
4. Research Question:

Baseline: Current consensus of if and
why critical reflection on Inclusive Design
is needed and Dilemmas of Inclusive
Design

Is Inclusive Design failing? What are the dilemmas of
Inclusive Design that challenge its core philosophy, and
how might they be categorised?
5. Brainstorm: Dilemmas of Inclusive Design

6. Map: Dilemmas of Inclusive Design
7. Arrange: Dilemmas of Inclusive Design
8. What now?
How to communicate these dilemmas?
Do we categorise them?
What do we do about them?
9. Digest

4
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2.2 Methods
Postcards
As a form of engagement with the topic and simultaneously as an invitation for DRS
attendees to participate in this conversation, postcards were distributed through the main
conference site. By asking “Are we afraid to critique the hero?”, the conveners aimed to
intrigue without giving away too much. The other side of the postcard prompts the viewer to
engage with the question “How critically reflective is Inclusive Design? ” by providing a scale
from ‘not at all’ to ‘extremely’ to mark oneself on.

Figure 2. Postcards including the details of the conversation and two questions to engage DRS
attendees.

Positionality Map
Upon arrival participants were asked to place a paper/digital person on a map of
professional backgrounds. This map was firstly divided into Design and Non-Design and
further into Research, practice and policy before branching into some more specific EDI
related fields. For those that did not fall within any of the provided categories, there were
little briefcases on which to detail their professional background. Any participants with lived
experience (such as disability) could additionally add a flower/star sticker to their icon
representative.
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Figure 3. The in-person positionality map on the wall of the venus

Live poll
In order to take up the question posed on the postcards, participants were invited to reflect
on “How critically reflective is Inclusive Design?” and share their responses in a live online
poll. This was done to gain an immediate idea of the consensus within the room.

Figure 4. Screenshot of the slide with QR Code and a link leading to the online poll

Mind mapping
Miro boards for online participants were set up (as seen in Figure 5) whilst in-person
participants were provided with traditional mind mapping tools such as post-its, line tape (to
imitate lines drawn between clusters), as well as printed prompts. In the planning of this
conversation different colours of post-its were assigned to different stages within the Mind
mapping section and “!” stickers were provided to be placed on the most critical/ important
issues raised during the mapping process.
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Figure 5. Screenshot of Miro board for online participants

Prompts
Based on the initial findings of research and discussion by the conveners a variety of
prompts were put together. These included images, not of design dilemmas but rather in
support of notions such as visibility of an inclusive design, aesthetics, ownership etc. (Figure
6). Further, a list of keywords, questions and quotes were also provided (Figure 7–9).

Figure 6. Image of scattered pictures and cut-outs of quotes
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Figure 7. Image of cut-out keywords and questions

Figure 8. Image of cut-out keywords

Figure 9. Image of cut-out keywords and questions
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Digestive (Takeaway)
In order to encourage participants to continue the conversation even after the session had
ended and to stay in the loop with the conveners, small takeaways were distributed. A QR
leading to a designated page on the conveners website was located on the back of these
takeaways to facilitate further discussions. These ‘Digestives’, which ended up being
gingerbread men instead of literal digestives, were intentionally included to allow the
attendees to perhaps seek a quiet moment, and reflect on the discussion in the session
whilst re-energising with a mini treat.

Figure 10. ‘Digestive’ Takeaway for conversation attendees consisting of small bags filled with mini
gingerbread men and a QR code

3. Findings and Discussion
3.1 Positionality
When it comes to talking about EDI, it is important to acknowledge the positionality of the
conversation and who is, and is not represented in the voices. In order to map the range of
perspectives within this conversation a positionality map was set up.
As perhaps to nobody's surprise, the majority of participants mapped themselves within the
design field, with a handful of exceptions. Some of the participants external to the field of
design represented fields such as Urban Planning and Computer Science. Within the field of
design the majority of participants (28) fall into Design Research, whilst seven fall into
Design Practice and only one in design policy. In terms of EDI specific fields of Design
Research, a majority of participants placed themselves within Inclusive Design but
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interestingly an almost equally large group identifies their field as Social Design. Additionally,
out of all participants eight identified themselves as having lived- experience.

Figure 11. A digital visualisation of both in person and online participants placing themselves on a
map of positionality and professional backgrounds

Given the context this conversation was held in, a design research conference and a session
focussing on Inclusive Design, these results are not particularly surprising. There was
however enough variety in the room to spark interesting conversations from slightly varying
perspectives.

3.2 How critically reflective is inclusive design?
In order to understand why we, as designers, need to have this conversation, participants
were asked to reflect on their opinion on the state of critical reflection within Inclusive
Design.
Thirty-one participants interacted with the online live poll and whilst a lot believed inclusive
design to be moderately reflective, quite a few also felt that the field was barely critically
reflective.
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Figure 12. The results of an online poll participants interacted with during the session.

Based on the convener's experience in industry and previous conversation with
stakeholders, it was somewhat surprising that the majority of participants did believe
Inclusive Design to be ‘moderately’ critically reflective at the beginning of the session. It is
not clear however if this may have changed their opinions throughout the session based on
the background findings that were later shared by the conveners and discussions within the
groups.

3.3 Emerging patterns
Reflecting individually, discussing in groups and then mapping and clustering results of these
discussions revealed some general themes. Outlined in Figure 13, are ‘Inclusive Design
Dilemmas’ as the outcome of these discussions.

Figure 13. A digital visualisation of the post-its notes that were mapped and clustered by in person
and online participants.
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Given a closer look, the following themes can be identified: definitions,
complexities/intersections, boundaries, power, hero complex, and actionability.
Definitions & Boundaries
Definitions can impact the way we might approach a subject. What is considered inclusive by
some definitions might be considered exclusive by others. This certainly poses a dilemma.
“So, one of the things we were talking about was accessing groups that do feel
excluded. It is often harder because when you're trying to design something as
inclusive, sometimes you might not even realise who's feeling like they can't be part of
it. And, we're discussing how people have different definitions of what it means to be
inclusive. So, it might be like physical access to a room or being able to engage in
something is very different.” - Participant

At the same time, as perhaps evident in the positionality map, there is a huge range of
disciplines catering to notions of EDI, including the field of Inclusive Design. Differentiating
between the fields and how they define their differences can often add to the confusion.
“We were talking about what the definition of inclusive design is, because we don't
have much of a background in it. And we initially thought we were talking about more
universal design, and we realised it was more for subsets of people. And then we were
confused about how and why isn’t all design like that? Because surely, you can't design
for everyone, so there should be design that caters for lots of different people. And we
were talking about how that term is confusing in that the initial thought is that you're
including everyone, when actually it is targeting certain people.” - Participant

Further, some argued that having all these EDI specific branches of design, suggest that any
practice outside these fields, would not be considered inclusive.
“…inclusive design also implies that if you don't do it, your normal design is exclusive.”
- Participant

As the field of origin (inclusive/ other) design, does not guarantee an inclusive outcome,
perhaps we should seek to take on the philosophies outlined by fields such as Inclusive
Design but move towards an identity of just designers.
Complexities/ Intersections
The ongoing debate of designing for special needs or for as many people as possible is not
new, and up until this point potentially divisive.
“... we cannot always design for everyone. How do we set these limits? How do we set
these boundaries, and how do we do that without having this role of the hero, being
on top or like the saviour designer? So how do we set these limits in an inclusive and
diverse way?” - Participant
“...inclusive design is trying to create these universally inclusive solutions, and that that
doesn't work because it needs to be really focused on the context and the lived
experience of the particular groups or people and that we as practitioners might forget
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about these intersections in these particular communities and how to actually design
for really specific groups of people or to collaborate with them.” - Participant
“And one of the main tensions is this very high moral objective. If you do inclusive
design and then those practical interventions, how do you really go about it? So, on
one hand, we often just see it just means people have said that before or special
circumstances tend to kind of be made and think one of the core dilemmas is just
complexity of intersections.” - Participant

The ideology of Inclusive Design to design for as many people as reasonably possible doesn't
set out to design for everyone, yet it is a difficult line to draw. Based on the discussions in
the room of these conversations, many participants were of the opinion that we are missing
opportunities by trying to design for “too many people at once” leading to less effective
design solutions. Are we then as designers moving again towards the bespoke?
(Em)Power & The hero complex
Whether it is practice, research or policy, we often find ourselves within hierarchies of
power. These hierarchies, inevitably, influence the focus and outcome of Inclusive Design.
“... who sets the agenda, who decides what we should be working on? And of course,
this relates to power. So there's this word that I personally find irritating, which is
empowerment, which is typically perceived as and probably also used as a paternalistic
device. So who are we to decide what to do and who to give voice and space to? So
that's the question that relates also to what we do in education because we also
discuss that and sometimes as educators we might feel like we are preaching, maybe
not to the choir, but just preaching. And what we say is sometimes not what we do. So
there's this internal dilemma that we have. And at the same time, it's planting a seed.
So it's good because we think that this could actually help people to be more selfreflective, including our students. “ -Participant

As already outlined, there seems to be a lot of debate around the term “empowerment” at
the moment. This notion ultimately relates to the design phenomena of heroism/ the hero
complex.
“…Everyone has different needs and characteristics and often it seems very tokenistic,
even empowerment, it's just a very condescending thought, but on the other hand,
practical interventions are also a way to overcome tokenism..” - Participant

The question then is “... how inclusive design can avoid reproducing existing inequities in
power” (Participant) and move away from such structures of power which may contribute to
the dilemmas of Inclusive Design and therefore miss opportunities for inclusion.
Actionability
From a different perspective, discussions moved towards the gaps between research and
practice as well as those between individuals and industry. Finding the middle ground can be
a challenging task.
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“Well, we're going to hustle for a new topic. One of the other things that we talked
about, the idea of scaling from the bespoke to the universal and the sort of trade-offs
that incrementally happen. Another thing that we did talk about was the idea of
middle grounds and finding those interests between what the companies are
interested in, that viability or what they have as tech or what they have access to as
manufacturing, and then what we desire or what people desire and then how we can
sort of find those middle ground in some of the struggles that come from that and
realising that the altruism that may be proposed through inclusive design and the
viability of a business, you have to have a responsibility to sort of meet somewhere in
the middle and working from both camps separately doesn't work.“ - Participant

Synthesis of suggested Inclusive Design Dilemmas
Combining the findings from the previously mentioned literature review as well as the DRS
conversation, a map combining both was created. To view this map in more detail please
visit: https://inclusionaries.com/portfolio/is-inclusive-design-failing-inclusion/

Figure 14. Visualisation combining DRS Conversation mapping of Inclusive Design Dilemmas
combined with existing mapping from conveners

4. Thoughts and Reflections
4.1 Outcomes
With an attendance of around 30 participants in person and a dozen online, it was overall a
successful conversation which fulfilled its aim to initiate the discussion of this timely topic
and facilitate the potential continuation of this conversation.

14

Is inclusive design failing inclusion?

Further, a number of Inclusive Design dilemmas were highlighted which align with the
existing findings from the literature.

4.2 Limitations

Figure 15. Presentation slide outlining parallel terms to ‘dilemma’

•

As outlined in the presentation during the conversation, it is important to
acknowledge that this conversation focussed on ’Inclusive Design’ as a field
and choose the term ‘dilemmas’. This potentially limits the complexity of this
topic, which could easily be expanded upon to include parallel fields as well as
terminology.

•

It is further acknowledged by the conveners that the language used in the
conversation may appear to some, to be provocative to Inclusive Design. Both
conveners work within the field of Inclusive Design and think that it's actually
good to be a bit critical of what we do. So it's all about generating progress
and having critical conversations in which we may also find that we as
practitioners of Inclusive Design make mistakes sometimes.

•

Even though there was a range of perspectives represented in the
conversation, it could still be considered to be a relatively limited spectrum of
voices, especially in regards to lived experience and fields outside design. To
further progress this conversation a broader range of voices could potentially
spark some additional notions not discussed here.

•

It has further to be said that the space itself made accessibility a challenge.
The number of prompts, printed materials, post-its, and large amounts of
seats, meant manoeuvring around the room, especially in a wheelchair, was a
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challenge and the materials provided by the conveners could not be accessed
easily as they had to be placed on the floor (for a lack of a large table). As a
session focusing on Inclusive Design this is quite regrettable.
•

The hybrid format was a challenge at times and the conveners regret that in
person participants will have gotten more out of the session than those
online. Combining the two (online and in-person) seamlessly is a difficult task
that perhaps requires more conveners to smoothly execute.

4.3 Next steps
This is just the beginning of the conversation and hopefully, it will serve as a starting point
for others to build upon. In order not only to advance the practice of Inclusive Design but
perhaps the way we perceive and practice design in general.
Based on the outcome of this conversation, it can be surmised that design as a practice
should do the following in order to become more holistically inclusive.
1. Define the boundaries of what it means to be “inclusive” and to practice “Inclusive
Design”. As well as in reverse what it means not to practice design which is
dedicated to an EDI focus.
2. Reflect on the philosophy of Inclusive Design: how to solve the ongoing dilemma of
how many people we can realistically include without sacrificing the use of
products for special needs.
3. Be critically aware of the existing power hierarchies and how they influence the
design outcome. This includes the dynamics between the designer and the livedexperience experts and how to avoid the “hero complex”.
4. Finding the middle ground between design ideologies and actionable solutions
which are realistic for all stakeholders.

Acknowledgements: We would like to acknowledge the support of fellow Inclusionaries
Lab member Isobel Leason who helped during the facilitation of the conversation,
focussing on the integration of the online participants.
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